[The 4 Provinces Study: its principal objectives and design. The Researchers of the 4 Provinces Study].
Spain shows an important variation in the geographical distribution of ischaemic heart disease and cerebrovascular disease mortality. In this article, the primary objectives and design of the Four Provinces study are described. In this study we analyzed the contribution of environmental factors (diet, lipid profile and plasma antioxidants), acting in childhood, to explain differences in cardiovascular mortality rates between different provinces in Spain. An ecological design was projected in which the units to study were four Spanish provinces with a wide variation in cardiovascular mortality in adulthood. The design compares diet, anthropometric variables and biological markers (particularly plasma lipids and antioxidant levels) in 6-7-year-old children, between the two provinces with the highest cardiovascular mortality rates and the two provinces with the lowest. The information for each province is collected in a cross-sectional manner in a representative sample of children from each province. Evidence from the literature concerning Northern European countries suggest the contribution of environmental factors during early age in the development of cardiovascular disease in adulthood. The "Four Provinces" study will provide, for the first time, information about the influence of factors in early childhood of cardiovascular risk in a Mediterranean country. The study will also offer interesting data about food intake during school age in four provinces and it will allow us to estimate values of population of the variables of interest in those provinces.